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TRAINING THE UNSEASONED TECHNICAL
WRITER-EDITOR: FROM THE TRAINEE’S PERSPECTIVE

ABSTRACT

Many unseusorwii ttichnicul writer-editors who are not
adequately truined may become seasoned inadequately
trained ttv.”hnicd writer- editorx. This prohkm can occur when
u trainee is involved in an ingjfectiw truining pro,grumv hut it
c~m ht’ U[lLIviutt’d by the tr~iner ’.v u.s.fe.s.vinkq[he un,wu~oned
bt’riter’s td~’ru. f.k’L-()min,g in vo[ : ~’ith thp truinec ’.sgrowth in
writin,~ und ~’ditin,~ skills, and h~’lping him to visuulizc his
pottintiul us u t~’(‘hnii:d w’rit~’r-~’dit(!r. ,4,f.fcssrnunl, support.
mcnt(~rin,g, urhi nurturing ur~’ importdnt clcmcntbf in tht’
trained’s ,~n~n“thpr( k-cs.f wui in dny ,go(d truening or inkrnship
pr(.),grwn.

THE NEW J(3FI

V’lwn [ first ~gan :mining as an intern at Los Alamos National

Ldx>mtor-y. [ was tcrritld. 1 was 1500 miles from home ad I hncw no

orw at my new job. I left an elevation that was close to sea level to come

to work in Los Alamos. which is 7000 feet above sea level. I was

surrounc!d by strange mountain fen-nations md the beautiful sccncry of

the W’est. Encompassed by an unfamiliar environment and the state-of -

the-wt technology of ti n;~ti(mal laboratory. ‘1 kgln to feel unsure of nly

skills as a technical writer-editor. I also felt my own inner prt:s~ure and

dcspcrdtion. [ wanted to do well tind excel at being a techniul writcr-

editor. [ wanted to show cveqmw that [ have whut it ttikes to Ixuome J

qutility writer and editor. ~nd 1 also wanted to prove it ti) myself. I had

the drive and the initiative to succcd. Rut drive und initidtivc weren’t

enough. Witht~ut prupcr und accuracc training. [ may h~ve given up my

g(ul ot’ hcctlmin: J technical writer-txiitor or [ may have chosen mother

p~:h for my carccr.



Proper training should be a p~rt of every unseasoned writer’s job

description. At Los Alamos National Laboratory, training is requirrd for

all newly hirxl writer-editon, including new interns. Los Alamos Natmnal

Laboratory is managed by the University of California for the Department

of Energy. Various types of reports. papers. and other publications are
written and published here, and, because of the scientific technology and

sensitive nature of the documents. they mus! be written and edited

according to specific standards, polices, and procedures. The Writing and

Editing Group at Los A[amos used the guidelines developed by Buehler

and Burenl to create its oun standmi t’our levels of edit. Much of the

information wtis new to me. including the dlfkient levels of edit. I had to
he trtiined [(J Fu;ly understand the p(~licits and procedures. Even th(mgh I

received [he best trai~lin: p(~ssiblc, I was still afraid. and my own inner

drive and pressures continued to surf~ce.

Other unseasoned writer:: and editors share my feelings of anxiety.

excitement, and drive. They have a chance to put into practice the

knowledge that WM squeezed into their minds during col Iege. The

question is. how do you as a trainer meet these educated. unseasoned

peO~]e halfway’! How can you as a trainer or mentor take hold of this
f~ar, excitement, and drive ond build upon them to create a foundation

that is strong. sure. and secure’?

Excitement for a new j~~bcan be a great motivator. With this new

e~citemvnt the unscasorwd person believes he can conquer the world.

Give him a three-week job to do. a[IJ he’ll try to finish it in a week. Ilis

cxcitcrncnt and drive can con[rihutc to a tra~nce’s success because he is

cager to learn. [Iaving this excitement is great but it nw.is to k

harnessed. Wlat good is it to the employtr if the job is finished in a week

but is done incorrectly’? You must tdw several steps to harness this
tncrgj’ to correctly train ~n~! nurture the trainee. These steps include

assessment. tc~uhing. on-the jub.training. monitoring. ~nd assigning

spccitil pn}jccts.

ASSESSMENT



pen to the paper or the fingers to the keyboard, you first have to know

your audience. As a trainer, you have to know your trainee. Learn his

strengths and current weaknesses. Learn what he needs from you. You

can do this in sevemi ways: questionnaires, conferences, and tests.

A questionnaire can be used to allow the unseasoned writer to

inform you of what he may know and what he may need to learn to grow

as a writer-editor. The questionnaire may include such questions as

“What do you feel are your strengths as a technical writer’?” “[n wh~t

areas do you believe you mxd assistance’?” “As a trainer. how can 1 best

Sewe you’?” “What are some things that 1 may need to know about you

to teach you effectively’!” This questioning emphasizes the areas the

tmirwe needs help with the most.

Sllmetimes, depending upon the person. an informal. one-on-one
c(~nferencc with the trairwr may be more effective than a questionnaire.

or both forms of assessment may be required. This conference should not

lx an inquisition but rather a time when the tminee can kel comfortable

and at ease with the tr~iner. During this time. you can get to know your

trainee and assess his experience and needs. Ask him about his

background and where he came from and tell him about his new city (if

he is new to the area. of course). You can ask him about his goals and

find out what he wimts to do and hopes to achieve as a writer-editor.

[Ielping him to visualim his future as a writer-editor is vital in the growth

of me trainee. IIelp him to see what he can do for your organization. At

first he may seem ove~whclmtxl by the charge you have given him. but

with your help and the hc[p O( other seasoned writers. he’ll soon hxl at

case in pertimning his duties.

During the contkrence you will need to find out what skills he has

M u ttxhnic~l writer. Ash him about his Imhground in writing and

English. ‘1’oknow at what st~gc your trainee comm M you, you will als(l
w~nt to ash him ah~ut his writing and copy-editing skills. If hc htis

complmcd a qucstifmn~irc, you can use it as a basis for tht conference.

‘Ilw tmimx mdy ftxl unctmlfixtahlc discussin,q his histmy with y~w.

hut y(m can help him tt~ t’txl a[ case and reassure hlm that you WIII do

your hcst u} huip him realize his g(ui in hcx~ming m~t only a writer but a
writer-cdit{]r wht~ is ~-rcativc, rcspmsivc. and ctlectivc.



Tests are another tool that you can use to evaluate the unseasoned

person. As a trainee and intern, [ believe tests intimidate trainees and
idce them feel even more uncomfortable. [ am not saying people should

not be given written tests. In one way or another, they wili be tested
once they are on the job full time. The test trainees will face in the red

world d t will not give them a chance to learn at their own pace. In

the real world the trainee is in a sink or swim situation. Is it not better to

test and evaluate in preparation for more effective training’? By having

identified the trainee’s needs, you can provide him with the training that

ensures his success when king the ultimate test of the real world.

Although I tiisl ik tests. I must acknowledge that they can indicate

how good the trainee’s copy-editing skills are. They can also indicate the

trainee’s writing skills. When testing. though, ym.J have to rcmemlwr that

not everyone is a good test-taker. [f the trainee feels particularly uneosy.
his performance and the test may not retlect his actual skills. For this

reason. test scores should be compared with another assessment rncthod

to fullv evaluate the trainee’s capabilities. [f you use tests, gear them

towards helping the aspiring writer-editor. The trainee should know ht~ is

being tested to be helped. And once you have evaluated the test, have a
conference with the him to discuss the results.

THE TRAINING PROCESS
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the reports, how reports at the Laboratory were fonmtted, and how to

sdit them comectly. This is not to say that all the reports published m the

Laboratory arc technical in nature. Many documents are published for

general audiences. Each repart has [o be written in a cemin way to

reach its audience. In training, we learned the different ways a document

can be constructed to reach different-audiences. The training class also

covered the policy and publication issues of the Ldxmtory. The riies that

govern the writing. editing, anti publishing of Laboratory reports seemed
endless. The rules included how t’rent and back matter should be

prese;lted. the use of the Lah>rmvy’s logo. formats for the diftirent types

of reports. etc. Training in these issues mmk us aware of these policies
and whtit we need to do as writer-edit~~rs tlo ~ul[ow them.

Rok-playing was an interesting part of training. lli~lc-playing

allowed u + t{] ohscwe how conferences with authors sh~~uld g~~and how

conferences should not go. Author txmferemxs are important because

accurxy 2ml clarity arc essential. WC discussed intcmiewing skills and

wilat questions we should ask during the conference. Through role-
playing wc learned how to be courteous tc uuthors who may be

emotionally injured by having their papers covered in red ink. A

conference is also important to authors because it gives them a chance to

explain [heir subject area clearly. Some au:hors do nor feel comfortable

expressing themselves In a written document. but they can do a good job

verbaily in a getting their p~int acmross. Once the author explains the

content of his document. ttrc writer-editor can use this new awareness to

help the reader better understand thd author’s report. Role-playing was a
very important part of tru,ini,ng Ixcausc it showed the unscusow.i writer

how to get the jt~b done professionally.

TIc training process should cover more than writing and policy

issues. The trainee should also be introduced to his new w(}rking

cnvimnment. This introduction can occur during the formal training



On-The-Job Training

Once the on-the-job tr~ining actually begins. the trainee must stay
in contact with his mentor. Nfy mentor and 1 have set a goal to meet

once a day to discuss the work 1 am doing and the projects i am working

on and to discuss her work and projects. It is extremely helpful to listen

to her discuss her work bec~use, although I may not work on the same

ty-pe of project she is working on. I cm learn how she attacks problems in
writing and editing w-d how to start and complete a large-scale project.

This feedback is helpful and necessary to accelerate the growth of the
writer.

On-the-job trainil~g sh(>uld bc actual work that writers and editor do.

[n some intern programs trainees are given Insignificant or trivi:ll work
that no one else wants to do or they are sirriply given real but

unchallenging work. T1-Ky may act as gophers. secretarial assistants or

do meaningless paper work. This is an injustice! 1: is not only unfi~ir and

detrimental to the [raines’s progress. it is also a waste of human rmcmrces

for the employer. How can the trainee learn the role of a writer-editor if
he isn’t given the work writers and editors do’? If the trainee has a

chance to work with seasoned writer-editors. he will be able to meet the

high standards and expectations that will & placed on him once he is on

the job full time. It is important to remember that a training program is

the stepping stone to a trainse’s future and it should involve challenging .

writing and editing. The trainee will car~ the valuahlc lessons arid
experiences he Icamed from you wherever he goes, adding to the

professionalism of technical communication.

Employers who use intcms effectively incrcase~ the value of their
stat-f. lntcms are a great source for support when work is piling up and

missed t.lcw.llincs are tm) ofttn a reality. lntcms also give { the employer

tlexi~ility tilr dealing wi[h fluctuation of worklo~ds. Once an intern’s

assignment is over hc goes b~uk to school. No orw had to lx fired or laid
off IWCUUSCof the dccrt;~sc in work. Amuhcr Iwncfit of usin: intcms

etlxtiwly is that they bring ncw hlmx! int(] the organ imion, Rcccntly

arriving from a c(dlcgiutt! program. il?tcms huvc many new ideas [11:1[thty

nlay wish to impkmcnt or discuss with a svdsmd writer-dit(w. These

h



new ideas may stimulate thought and discussion within the organization,

bringing about additional ideas and new ways of getting the job done.

NfONITORING GROWTH

Once you have assessed the unseasoned technical writer-edito:’s
needs, you must have a way to monitor his growth during the training

program. Most unseasoned writer-editors may feel unsure auout their

new environment; to grow and mature as writers. they will need some

‘pay of contlrming their growth. They need evtiluation dnd feedback.
‘~‘[is mo[. iroring does not rwccssarily have to come from the person
officially designated as trainer: it can also come t_rom fellow writers-

editors yvho Ict the unsemlmui person know that he is welcome and that

he has a place with them. Feeling ~k~ pafl of the team is an important

aspect of a tmirk:’s progress in reaching the goal of being a seasoned

writer-editor.

A tminer or mentor can use several tools to monitor growth. One
tool is homework. Giving the trainee exercises and assignments in writing

and editing allows him to apply the theories and the rules of writing that

you have taught him. The tr~ince needs the formal classroom training, but
it’s the actual hands-on work that can really help him to succeed. But it

cm-mot stop here. Review and evaluate the exercises to mark progress.

Again. use conferences to discuss with the trainee. his progress and

improvements that he may need. These conferences will also give the
trainee the chance to express his thoughts on training and to discuss with

yol,i what he needs from you as a trainer or mentor. Each person is

different. so his needs will be different from those of the other trainees.

During these conferences you will learn the tmirwe’s specitlc needs so

that you can k syrnpathrtic tt) them. Being aware of his nwk v,’ill help

you to develop his ahi:ity and shill as a writer-editor. You can learn only

by effectively knowing the trainee and watching his progress.

SPECIA1, PROJFX”I”S
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such as writing papers for submission and publication, giving

presentations, or working on a pkmning committee can help build the

trainee’s confidence and self-esteem as a technical writer. To ewel in

these projects, the tminee may request your help and guidance. Ite may

need your advice on a topic for a paper. =joum.al s“Iwu4d-&%submit a

paper to, ~ the steps to get a paper published. etc. As the

excitement for t-he project grows, so will he.

Working along with seasoned writers on special projects teams will

also be &neticial to the trainee. A project team may be created for the
writing and production of a manual. to worh on a video script, or to wri[c

articles for a special publication. Being part of a team will allow the
tminee to interact with fellow writer-editors and will also give him the

chance to become a tin-n player.

ktting [he tr~inec involved with a professional organization. such

as the Society for Technical Communication, will help him [o ccmtinuc [o
gr~w. Many professional organizations send mcmlxrs newsletters and/or

quarterly publications. These publications have articles and information

that are of int:rest to writer+ ditors. including those in training. This form

of professional development is needed for stimulation and continued
growth. Professional organizations also offer the trainee the chance to

meet other technical writer-editors outside of his place of employment.

These meetings, formal or informal. may give the trainee additional insight

into the world of technical communicatlt,~ Being part of a~organization
will also give the tminee the chance to establish professional contacts.

These contacts may help the trainee to locate a semice or person he may

need to help him with a project. These contacts may be able to give him
valuable information that he could not easi!y obtain from oth~r sources.

Organizational contacts can be a great source of infommtion sharing.

CONCLUS1ON

A training program that emphasizm the needs of the trainee will

undoubtedly produce good technical writer-editors. A good training

program includes assessing. supporting, mentorins. and nurturing the

trainee. At i.os Alamos Nati(mal laboratory. the training program



involves a formal classroom structure and on-the-job-training. The

training program is wholeheartedly supported by management and

seasoned writer-editors who also participate in the program. A

successful training program benefits all involved: trainees, companies ancl

fellow writer-editors. Once a trainee is on his own, he is able handle a
variety of situations because of the tlve stages of training. He is a

confident, self-assured writer who truly knows his craft.
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